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Language and the state contains two formal papers, plus the questions and answers that followed each. The occasion was a CurrentIssues in Language and
Society seminar held at the University of Birminghamin September 1995; the
speakers were BernardSpolsky of the Language Policy Research Center, BarIlan University, Israel ("Conditionsfor language revitalization:A comparisonof
the cases of Hebrew and Maori"), and Muiris 6 Laoire of the Irish Language
Department,University College Galway, Ireland ("An historical perspective on
the revival of Irish outside the Gaeltacht, 1880-1930, with reference to the revitalization of Hebrew").Perhapsbecause Israel and Irelandconstitute a rarepair
of cases in which the energies and resourcesof the state have been devoted to the
promotionof a language spokenby relatively few at the time of the state's official
formation,the volume's title is framedin termsof those two cases alone. But this
seriously downplays the value of Spolsky's discussion of Maori revitalization
efforts, which greatly enhances the book's contribution,and in fact makes this a
book that no one deeply concerned with small-language revitalization efforts
should miss.
Spolsky uses the term "revitalization"in the literal sense, to indicate restoration of vitality to a language that has lost it or is losing it - in particular,multiplicative restorationvia renewed transmissionof the language within the home.
Because very low-vitality languages typically do not have enough fluent native
speakers left within the child-bearing age range to produce by themselves any
real increase in new speakers,non-nativespeakerswill necessarily have to play a
significant role in transmissionin order for the language to thrive. Spolsky sees
revitalizationas a special case of L2 learning, in which parentsor other significant caretakersface a decision aboutspeakingwhat is for them a second language
(or third, or at any rate not primary)to the children in their care. Like other L2
learners, these strategicallyplaced adults are subject, on the one hand, to often
conflicting demandsof instrumentalor pragmaticfactors, and on the other hand,
to ideological or affective factors (Spolsky also uses the term "spiritual",not out
of place here). The adults' L2 choice does not, in revitalization settings, enjoy
instrumentaladvantages;hence ideological and affective factors have to be es260
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pecially strong in order for that choice to prevail. The adults must also have
sufficient confidence in their own success as L2 learners to venture to use the
learnedlanguage to theirinfantchildren. Spolsky looks at the Hebrew and Maori
cases with a view to determiningwhat circumstancescan be effective in bringing
such a choice about.
In New Zealand,language shift had proceeded so strongly in the course of the
20th centurythat by the 1970s Maori had been all but replacedby English as the
primarylanguage of socialization in Maori homes. In response to the threat of
massive language loss among the rising generations,Maori leaders at the beginning of the 1980s launched the kohanga reo ('language nest') programof preschool centers staffed by fluent speakers of Maori. With almost 500 centers in
operationby 1987, a communitythathadbeen nearlybereft of child speakerswas
soon sending childrenbilingualin MaoriandEnglish on into kurakaupapaMaori
('Maori philosophy schools'), in which the curriculumis Maori and the instruction is given in Maori. In the meantime,the position of Maori in the countryas a
whole was strengthenedpolitically and legally by a 1986 court decision that
resultedin Maoribeing declaredan official language of New Zealand,in keeping
with British treaty obligations dating from 1840.
The growthin knowledgeof the MaorilanguageamongethnicallyMaoriyoung
people, within a span of less than two decades, is stunning simply in a statistical
sense. A handful of children underten years of age were thought to speak fluent
Maori in the late 1970s, while most of their age-mates were monolingual in English; by the early 1990s, 3,000 childrena year were emerging from kohanga reo
centers with some knowledge of Maori, and many of them were passing on into
programsthat either offered Maori as a subject or were taught partly or wholly
throughMaori.However, school-based transmissionof an L2 poses certainproblems, no less when the language is ancestralthan when it is not, especially when
many of the instructorsin newly established schools are themselves L2 learners.
Childrentendto use amongthemselves, wheneverthey can, the languagein which
they are already more proficient; and teachers sometimes resort to the betterunderstood language in order to clarify instructional material, even when the
language of instruction is otherwise the target language. Teachers also have to
decide how firmly they can affordto insist thatpupils reply in the targetlanguage,
with grammaticalaccuracy- lest they discouragechildrenfrom participating,or
diminish the children's pleasure or interest in the learning process and in the
target language itself. Characteristicerrorsof L2 learners,conspicuous in even
the best immersion-schoolingoutcomes, can be dishearteninglypersistentacross
not just the primary-schoolyears, but the secondary-school years as well (see
Bernhardt1992 for generaldiscussion of many of these issues). Critical,in terms
of revitalization in Spolsky's sense, is a willingness among L2 learners - both
children acquiringMaori in school, and those among their parentswho acquired
Maori outside the home - to use Maori outside formal learning contexts. Some
parentsareindeed makingthateffort;but schoolchildren,accordingto what SpolLanguage in Society 27:2 (1998)
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sky was told on his most recent visit (1995), have not yet begun to use Maori
informally with one anotheroutside the classroom.
The Maori revitalization process is young, however, and still very much in
progress.Spolskydescribesthe strikingdegreeto whichMaoriclassrooms,in statesupportedbutMaori-controlledprograms,havebeenredefinedas Maorispace.Not
only is the languageof instructionMaori,but the decorationis Maoriartandcarving, and admission of visitors is conductedentirely accordingto Maoritraditions
for the greetingandreceptionof guests. Given whathas been accomplishedin less
than two decades, genuine revitalization- including a breakthroughinto vernacular use, and ordinaryintergenerationaltransmissionin the home - is still an envisionable outcome.
The revitalizationof Hebrew, which had never passed out of knowledge but
only out of vernacularuse, is a more obscureprocess in its particularsthanmany
suppose, and a less obvious outcome than is often imagined.A decision to teach
Hebrew in Hebrew,i.e. via the direct method, was taken at one school in Jerusalem in 1883. As other schools followed this example, some came to teach other
subject matter, and eventually all subjects, through Hebrew as well. Hebrewlanguagepreschools andkindergartenssprangup at the turnof the century,andin
1903 the Hebrew TeachersAssociation accepted Hebrew as the medium of instruction in their schools. On the evidence of various accounts, however, the
outcome of this L2 schooling showed the usual limitations: Both teachers and
pupils spoke less than fully fluent Hebrew;graduatesstopped speaking Hebrew
after they left school; and even ideological enthusiastshad difficulty conversing
in Hebrew when they were much more at home in other languages.
A new wave of immigrationin the first and second decades of the 20th century
broughtto Palestine more EasternEuropeanJews, who had strongereducational
backgroundsand notable ideological intensity.Among small groups of these immigrants,it seems, Hebrewwas first successfully used for daily-living purposes.
Use of Hebrew for general education also increased, and the city of Tel Aviv in
particularemerged as an urbancenter in which Hebrew was used for all public
business. Spolsky estimates thatthe initial thrusttowardrevitalizationof Hebrew
took place over 20 to 25 years.Therewere still obstacles to be overcome afterthat
time (e.g. the rival claims of Yiddish, French, and Germanas potential vernaculars), and there was still much to be done to make Hebrew a fully developed and
universallyspoken modernlanguage;thus he reckonsthe time-spanfor the fuller
process of revitalizationas 40 years.
In trying to assess the likelihood that the Maori revitalization process can
reach a successful outcome in New Zealand,as Hebrewrevitalizationdid in Palestine, Spolsky looks for signs that the strengthof Maori ideology and cultural
motivationis sufficient to lead educatedMaori speakersto shift to regularuse of
Maori, in spite of the fact that they control it less well than English. He finds
encouragementin the fact that the kohanga reo movement grew out of the community and has "constantlyshied away from too cosy a relationshipwith gov262
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emment" (22), and in the fact that the Maori have insisted on keeping control of
curriculumdevelopment. He considers that success will requireopting out of the
New Zealandmainstream,as well as a commitmentto the Maorilanguage, andhe
takes two developments in particularas positive signs: (a) insistence on treating
Maori classrooms as distinctively Maori space; and (b) rapiddevelopment of the
kurakaupapaMaori as Maoriinstitutions,based on Maoriethical and philosophical belief and practice.His assumptionis thatwhat have been called "topdown"
efforts - those-initiatedand sponsoredby governments- areless likely to succeed
thanis "theactivity of minorityethnic-basedideologies working to establish new
identities" (26).
Muiris 6 Laoire, considering the beginnings of Irish revivalist hopes and intentions in his lecture, finds thatthe ideological leaders of the late 19th and early
20th centurieswere not always clear about,or in agreementabout,what was to be
attemptedandhow to go aboutit. At any rate,none expected or wished to displace
English in Ireland;and all favoredthe Irishliteraryrevival and "stressedthe value
of Irish as a means of remaining in communion with the past and as a way of
counteractingthe stressesengenderedby modernisation"(55). The Gaelic League,
spearheadof Irish-languagepromotionefforts, enjoyed real success as a cultural
movement,butits success came amongmiddle-incomegroups;amongthe masses,
where economic pressureswere severe and necessarily stood foremost, cultural
nationalismhad no appeal.
In the years leading up to independence, however, the notion of an Irish Ireland had gained favor, in tandemwith opposition to all things British. More faith
was placed in the efficacy of Irish-languageeducation, in the newly independent
state, than the Gaelic League founders had ever believed was warranted.The
schools were given the responsibilityfor producingIrish speakerswithout reference to language use in the home or the neighborhood, on the assumption that
knowledge of Irishwould lead to use of Irish.As in Palestine, the primary-school
teachers who were to inculcate the L2 were themselves seldom adequately prepared for the job; perhaps only 10 percent had qualifications in Irish. Teachers
complainedof the excessive burdensplaced on them by reliance cn school transmission; they also complained of a lack of clear direction, since no policy was
articulatedabout ultimate goals, i.e. whether societal bilingualism or a shift to
Irish monolingualismwas the intended outcome for the independentstate. From
1922 on, all nationalschools were instructedto teach Irishor to use it as a medium
of instructionfor at least half an hour a day. Some schools moved further,to an
immersionprogram,but at no time did more than 12 percentof pupils nationwide
experience immersion schooling in Irish. Results were disappointing.Throughout the 1920s the Departmentof Education reporteddiscouraging results from
school programsoutside the official Gaeltachtareas. Long-term state policy remained unclear,and no preschool component was added to help in the transition
from monolingual homes to schools where Irish instructionwas introduced.The
Irish language gained in status,because of school adoption,but it did not gain in
Language in Society 27:2 (1998)
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popularappeal. 6 Laoire points to the alienation of the general populationfrom
the culturalnationalism model that had come to the fore among the leadership,
and to the resultantdisjunction between school and home in the matterof language use.
One otherearly language-planninginitiative is discussed in 6 Laoire's paper:
an attemptto create Gaeltachtai(Irish-speakingdistricts) in the east by moving
Irish-speakingfamilies from the west to designatedlocations on the other side of
the country.Landwas in shortsupply in the west, while fluent Irishspeakerswere
in short supply in the east. Duringthe 1930s, Irish-speakingfamilies were moved
to three locations in CountyMeath (the county adjacentto Dublin). In the case of
Rath Cairn, settled by 182 people from 27 Connemarafamilies in 1935, the experimentwas successful, in that the inhabitantsof the community are still Irishspeaking several generations later (see 6 Conghaile 1992 for details of the'
settlementof Rath Cairn).But in the cases of Baile Ghib (373 people, representing something like 50 families) andAllenstown (the smallest of the experimental
settlements), Irish was not maintained. 6 Laoire points out that the settlers at
RathCairnall spoke a single dialect of Irish,whereasthe Baile Ghib settlerscame
from a varietyof differentwesterncounties speakingmutuallyunintelligibleIrish
dialects, so that English was their naturallingua franca.Allenstown was simply
too small; its settlers were quickly assimilated. None of the deliberatelycreated
eastern Gaeltachtaihad the effect expected by the language planners, who had
supposed that naturalhome use of Irish would spread out-wardfrom them into
surroundingeastern districts.
As in Palestine, some individualfamilies with strong socio-political ideology
were early and persistentin attemptingto adopt the ancestrallanguage for home
use, and in attemptingto forge links with like-minded families. As in Palestine,
this aspect of the early attemptsat revitalizationis poorly documented.O Laoire
is now engaged in studying surviving members of such "all-Irish"families; but
he notes that the Irish home-languageefforts outside the Gaeltachtaiwere scattered, and they received little supportfrom a government that failed to see the
importanceof intergenerationaltransmissionto revitalization.
The chief weakness of this valuable little book appears in the discussion
sections, where importantissues are briefly raised but then quickly droppedas
participants raise new questions. Of course, this reflects the reality of such
post-presentationdiscussions, but it leaves the readerwishing that each author
had been invited to write a postscript, commenting on issues mentioned in the
discussion thatespecially meritedexplorationand expansion.For example, there
is some brief discussion after the Spolsky talk of the importanceof developing
in the ancestrallanguage a "youthculture"that can make the ancestralidentity
attractive to young people who move otherwise in a general culture based on
another,more accessible language. (There is very brief mention of the current
growth of such a Welsh-languageyouth culture in Wales.) This strikes me as a
264
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potentially key element in successful revitalization, and I would certainly have
welcomed further exploration of the theme. As another example, the intellectual middle class is identified, at one or two points in the discussion, as a
typical source of revitalization enthusiasm, while the bourgeois and the upper
class are recognized as the usual promotors of linguistic nationalism. But one
participant points to the very significant difference between Eire, where the
educated middle class is indeed a source of support for Irish-medium schools,
and NorthernIreland,where supportfor Irish-mediumschools comes very much
from the working class - and, one might add, where an unusually successful
L2 home-transmission effort was mounted among families in which the fathers' Irish was learned in prison (see Maguire 1990). These contrarybut realistic observations raise the question of whether favorable treatment(up to and
including state support) or unfavorable treatment (up to and including state
suppression) is more likely to further revitalization efforts among a particular
ethnicity, and under what sorts of conditions either policy is likely to have that
effect.
Many questions are left barely explored or still unasked at the conclusion of
Wright's slendervolume, but it remainsan exceptionally valuable contributionto
the literatureof language revitalization.Why and how individuals make the difficult but crucial passage from L2 learnerto parentaltransmitterof an ancestral
language within the home is inadequatelydocumentedand poorly understoodat
present, but some importantfacets of what is currentlyknown about these questions appearin this little book. It will repay the attentionof anyone interested in
the subject.
Micheail 6 Gliasaiin's research report deals with Ireland alone, but it is of
potential interestto any researcherfaced with the necessity of relying on national
census publicationsfor language data.The interpretationof census inquiries into
respondents'knowledge of languages has always been problematic.There seems
to be no acceptably brief formulationof any such inquiry that is altogether unambiguous; and successive reformulations,in attemptsto eliminate each newly
recognized ambiguity,succeed chiefly in makingthe results of successive census
inquiries incomparablewith one another.
Irelandhas, on the one hand, the boon that census inquiry into knowledge of
Irish dates back to 1851; and on the other hand, the disadvantagethat the census
inquiry has appearedin five different forms, taking only the English-language
version into consideration, between 1851 and 1991. From 1926 on, the Census
Language Question (CLQ) has been provided in Irish as well as in English, and
the Irish versions of the CLQ have shown still more fluctuationthan the English
versions. The Irish record of census language inquiry is uniquely continuous for
Europe, 6 Gliasain notes, and perhaps for the world. Belgium included a language question in its census five years before such a question was asked in Ireland, but because of persistent controversy it dropped that question after 1947.
Language in Society 27:2 (1998)
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Switzerlandincluded a question on the language of the locality as early as 1850,
but it first framed the question in terms of individual language knowledge in
1860. Austria and Finland first included a language question in 1880, India and
Scotland in 1881, and Wales and the US in 1891. Canada's original census inquiry was into ethnic origin, in 1871; the first specific question on language
knowledge came only in 1901.
For those who take an interest in the fortunes of Irish as a state-promoted
"minoritylanguage"within an independentpolitical territorythat officially favors its increased use, 6 Gliasain's chapterscomparingthe results of the CLQ
with other survey measuresof knowledge of Irish, and evaluating the CLQ as a
measure of ability in spoken Irish, will be the chief attractionsof the report.
Thanksto state sponsorshipof Irishin Irelandanda correspondingavailabilityof
funding for various sorts of surveys, there is a considerable arrayof measures
otherthanthe CLQthatassess citizens' knowledge of Irish.Therehave been three
language surveys conducted by the MarketResearch Bureau of Ireland,two by
the Linguistics Institute of Ireland, and several others undertakenby various
official bodies, all within the periodfrom 1968 to 1993. This permitscomparison
of these other survey results with one another,and with responses to the CLQ in
the national censuses of 1971, 1981, 1986, and 1991. The comparisonis necessarily rough, given the differentwordings of the languagequestion in the various
instruments.However, it appearsthatresponses from those aged 18 and above to
the census category "can speak Irish"accord reasonablywell with response categories thatindicatefair to full knowledge of Irishamong adultsin othersurveys;
somewhat more than a quarterof the adult population describe themselves in
those terms.
The groupingof respondentsby age andby region in the nationalcensus sheds
considerablelight on the way in which Irishis acquiredin contemporaryIreland.
In the 1981 census, more fully discussed in 6 Gliasain's reportthanare the other
censuses, the numberof 3- to 4-year old speakersof Irish is low, well below 10
percent of the age cohort; this presumably represents those children who are
being raised in families where Irish is the normal language of the home. The
importanceof schooling to the acquisitionof Irish is patent.At school-entryage,
the percentageof childrenreturnedas Irish-speakingin the censusjumps to above
25, and it peaks at above 50 for ages 10 through 19. Moderate decline sets in
immediately, with around 40 percent of 20- to 24-year olds returnedas Irish
speakers;decline then proceeds steadily,if gradually,across each successive decade group. Another indication that Irish is acquired chiefly in the schools as
opposed to the home appears in what 6 Gliasain calls the "levelling out" of
knowledge of Irish across the country's various regions. By and large, the counties that include officially designated Gaeltachtaihave a higher percentageover
all of residents returnedas speaking Irish;but the differences are not especially
large, and they are sometimes nonexistent.(The west-coast county of Kerry,with
266
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several small Gaeltachtai,had 37.6 percentable to speak Irishin the 1981 census,
while Clare, a west-coast county without a Gaeltacht, had 38.2 percent in the
same census.) In the six eastern counties with the lowest percentage of respondents able to speak Irish, accordingto the 1981 census, 25 percentor betterwere
nonetheless Irish speakersexcept in Wicklow (24.6%) and Wexford (24.8%).
The Irish census authoritiesthemselves have been among the most cautious
and skeptical of interpretersof CLQ results - regularly issuing warnings and
disclaimers about the value of census returnsin determiningknowledge of Irish
within the population,but noting their general usefulness in comparingone part
of the country with anotherand one point in time with another.Making reasonable use of the non-census surveys that are unusually abundant in Ireland,
6 Gliasaiinusefully establishes that informationderived from the census is in
general termscompatiblewith informationfrom other sources, so thatthe census
authorities'cautions are perhapsmore stringentthan they need be.
As to what the report reveals about the long-term fortunes of the Irish language, and about the success or failure of official efforts to promote it, there is
a mix of favorable and unfavorablenews. On the one hand, it is clear that the
school ratherthan the family is the usual medium for transmission of Irish in
contemporaryIreland, with all the reservationsthat fact suggests about degree
of proficiency and incidence of actual use. On the other hand, the tiny percentage of the population that is highly fluent in Irish seems to have held reasonably steady over the decades between 1968 and 1989; and a forty-year
comparison of percentage of Irish speakers by region, 1946 through 1986,
indicates that the most Irish-speakingregion in the country, a west-coast district comprised of the counties of Mayo and Galway, was 39 percent Irishspeaking both in 1946 and in 1986, despite a rise in population numbers over
all during that period (Figure 4, p. 18). To anyone familiar with the stunning
speed at which a language with a small population base and relatively little
instrumentalvalue can pass out of use altogether, this level of maintenance is
no small achievement.
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